In a joint report, The Atlas of Health and Climate, WHO and the World Meteorological Organization are calling on health and weather services to work together to limit the risks to human health posed by factors such as air pollution, high temperatures, the spread of infectious diseases, and an increase in the frequency of natural disasters.
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Margaret Chan, WHO's director general, said, "Prevention and preparedness are the heart of public health. Risk management is our daily bread and butter. Information on climate variability and climate change is a powerful scientific tool that assists us in these tasks."
The report warns of the increasing frequency of heatwaves like that in Europe in 2003, which caused 70 000 excess deaths in 12 countries. Such heatwaves, which used to occur only once every 20 years, will by the 2050s be occurring on average every two to three years, it predicts.
Diarmid Campbell-Lendrum, team leader for climate change and health at WHO, said that 17 European governments had now established heat health action plans. He said that the 2003 heatwave had stimulated greater collaboration between healthcare services and climate and meteorological services. "Experience shows that if you have a well defined plan you will save a lot of lives. In 2006 we had another heatwave and there were far fewer deaths than in 2003," he said.
Deaths and disease from air pollution, caused by carbon based fuels for power generation, transport, industry, and household cooking, are also a cause for concern. In 2008 exposure to unsafe levels of outdoor air pollution in the form of fine particulate matter accounted for 1.3 million premature deaths in urban areas, the report says.
It adds that around two million premature deaths, mainly among women and children, can be attributed to the use of solid fuels for cooking. The report estimates that about 2.8 billion people use basic stoves or even open fires for cooking, and it says that shifting to clean energy sources could save the lives of about 680 000 children a year.
Air pollution is a particular problem in rapidly developing countries, said Campbell-Lendrum, where rapid urbanisation was combined with high levels of air pollution.
The report warns of the links between climate variation and infectious disease. For example, temperature, rainfall, and humidity have a strong influence on the reproduction, survival, and biting rates of mosquitoes that transmit malaria and dengue fever. It says that stronger climate services in countries where such diseases are endemic could help predict the onset, intensity, and duration of epidemics.
The report also discusses the link between climate change and the increased likelihood of natural disasters such as floods, hurricanes, and droughts. It highlights the 2010-11 crisis in the Horn of Africa, when donor countries and aid agencies failed to heed warnings of an impending drought, and "as a result 13.3 million people were in need of humanitarian assistance in the region."
Campbell-Lendrum said that it was difficult to coordinate a relief effort on the basis of a warning of a disaster rather than its actuality. "It's easier to raise money once a crisis has happened. However, it's cheaper and more effective to put in place a response before a crisis has happened," he said.
He said that poor countries were the "first and hardest hit" by climate change but that it was a global problem, affecting poor and rich nations.
